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Women Rappers
I.
Female rappers are only recently beginning to get mass airplay
equal to their male counterparts. Women like Queen Latifah, Monie
Love, and Bitches With a Problem are carrying on a revolution in the
music which is expanding Rap's meaning and its power as a contem-·
porary urban art form.
It is important to realize, however, that women have always
rapped, and were participants in the genesis of the music. It has only
been the sexism of the recording industry, as well as the sexism of
American culture itself, that has delayed the increasing participation
of women in the music.
Rap music is the voice of Hiphop culture. It is, though the fact
has been denied by the dominant culture, also the voice of American
popular culture itself. Pop culture critic Glenn O'Brien (an Irish
Nationalist) has called Hiphop the most important American cultural
development since Bebop. Bebop, a revolution in American music
(called "Jazz'' by most critics), was pioneered in the 1940's and SO's
by such artists as Billie Holiday, Charlie Parker, Thelonius Monk,
Sara Vaughn, Dizzy Gillespie, and Miles Davis.
Bebop was revolutionary. The music was an unrestrained
expression of the tragedy, the struggle, the joy and pain of Black exis
tence, and signified the lives of Black people (and the lives of Whites,
and of the poor or oppressed) in America. It was the music of the
people, and though it was imitated, duplicated and mimicked by
mass commercial culture, it was never given proper acknowledg
ment by Hollywood, the advertising industry, or the TV industry, all
of whom stole from the innovations of Jazz.
Bebop was created by Black Jazz artists who consciously set out
to forge a music which the dominant class would not be able to copy. It
was a music and a style which, as Charlie Parker used to say, had to
be lived, or else it could not be perfonned.
But mass commercial forces found that they did not need to
construct a true imitation of Bebop, so startlingly original and power
ful were the styles of speech, dress, music, and art of the Bebop gen
eration. Whatever could not be translated into a cruder form for mass
distribution on the commercial market, could be harnessed and con
trolled by oppressing the Bebop musicians themselves. Throughout
the 40's and SO's record companies and distributors, music publish
ers, radio station cartels, and recording studios successfully con
trolled when, where and how Bebop musicians were able to record,
perform, and earn a living.
Hiphop too, is a revolutionary music. It is the unrestrained and
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unapologetic expression of urban youth - full of the anger, the ener
gy, the humor, and the spontaneity of a generation of Blacks, Hispan
ics, and the underclass. Rap, however, has proved not as easy to
ignore or to exploit, due to the tough, almost mercenary aggressive
ness of Hiphop artists, who have so far been determined to maintain
as much control as possible over their own cultural production and
their own art. They have learned from the past example of American
exploitation. Rap also draws more directly upon the power of the
word than Bebop.
If Bebop is the music of America, then Hiphop is the text, Glenn
O'Brien has claimed. Indeed, it is the difference between music and
lyric; song and voice. It is the chant, the shout, the signifying voice of
anger, of protest, and of self-expression and self-determination - the
very thing stolen from Black America by the African slave trade: self
determination. Public Enemy sings defiantly:
Some people fear me when I talk this way/ some come
near me/ some run away/ Some pay heed to every
word I say/ some try to build a posse, some stay away /
some ask why we act the way we act/ without looking
how long they kept us back.1
Similarly, Queen Latifah sings:
They call me the high priestess of disaster / although I'm
not uh-dreadin', not a Rasta / there's never been a word I
can't master / ...the lesson of today / you have to listen to
each and every single word I have to say.2
II.
Hiphop culture is the post-modem, post-industrial culture of
America's inner cities. It is styles of dress; it is a vernacular speech; a
mode of celebration; a type of resistance; it is a level of cultural and
political consciousness and pride in that consciousness, carried on
and over by the youth. Hiphop is the culture of a generation which
has grown up with a media constructed, global consciousness, and
their own cultural expression has added to global culture.
Rap music, the music of Hiphop, emerged from the inner city
neighborhoods of New York, Chicago, Detroit, The Bronx, L.A.,
Brooklyn, etc. Like every other Black art fonn, it was ignored by crit
ics and by commercial America as long as it could be ignored. Record
companies began to record and distribute the music only because its
emergence from the underground and its impact on American cul
ture, both White and Black, was too big to go on ignoring, and just
big enough to begin exploiting. Almost from the start, Rap was a
"crossover" music--able to cut into various consumer markets
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(Black, White, Hispanic, youth, Ex-Rockers, and even the Yuppie
market to some extent).
It was big enough to make profits for the recording industry.
This fact was economically unavoidable despite the industry's racist
and sexist attitude of dismissal and contempt toward the music
throughout the late 70's and early 80's. By '86, however, rapper Tone
Loe had made a Rap song, "Wild Thing," the number one pop song
in America, and industry publications like Rolling Stone, Spin, and
Dcrwnbeat were publishing articles declaring that Rap had saved the
recording industry during a period of major economic recession. It is
notable, however, that only a select few were accepted as "selling"
rappers- mostly those who watered down the music. Those who
broke into mainstream record sales were mostly non-threatening,
and never female.
By 1989, a whole new American music had spread, had
"crossed over"; had infiltrated, or been adapted and/or stolen by
Pop record companies, radio programmers, ad execs, and down-and
out White pop musicians left over from the crash of the disco era of
White, "blue-i?yed soul."
The Black female Rap artists are no exception to this reality.
Black women always did Rap. Rap, after all, came out of the same
houses, the same backyards, and the same basements that Black
females were living in. Queen Latifah, Roxanne Chante, Salt 'N Pepa,
and a group of British women Rap artists who broke through the
racist barriers of the record industry have inspired and carried along
with them, a whole new generation of women: Monie Love, MC
Lyte, BWP (Bitches With a Problem), Big Lady K, Yo-Yo, Harmony,
Wee Papa Girls, and Queen Mother Rage.
Like the male Rap artists, the women range from upper-mid
dle<lass origins to hard, working-class street origins. 1hey too, rap
about who they are and what they know, in ways that are pro
nounced "offensive" by radio programmers. Programmers are con
tinuing, with the women, the censorship they've practiced with the
male Rap artists. Though these women have sold in excess of 20 mil
lion records in the past few years, making the industry about $140
million in profits, American radio stations refuse to program Rap in
prime time for the mass audience which obviously wants to hear it, if
record sales are any indication.
So what do the women Rap about? All the same things the men
do. Queen Latifah, Roxanne and Salt 'N Pepa represent the three cat
egories of Rap previously dominated by men: Cultural (with lyrics
concerned with a return to Afrocentric ideals), Political (which direct
ly critiques American political realities), and Nationalist (which sup
ports Black self-determination). Of course, the men dominated these
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forms of Rap only because it was the men who were recorded first.
Roxanne does cultural Rap. Cultural Rap reflects the folk cul
ture of American Blacks, particularly Black youth. Becoming popular
in the mid-eighties, she participated in the period in which Rap
artists practiced what was known as "dissing"; a form of signifying.
Signifying of course, is that Black tradition of creative insult so popu
lar in the streets of any urban center in any generation since Blacks
first migrated to the northern ghettos. Its roots in vernacular expres
sion reach back even into slavery.
"Dissing" was a popular Rap form in the 70's and early SO's.
Rappers in those days had to compete for scarce record contracts and
club dates. The rappers who could out chant and out talk competi
tion were the ones who got the gigs. This led to rappers playing up
the Black folk art of insult. Roxanne's early songs declare her superi
ority, her value, her worth, but always over and above the competi
tion; over and above her sisters, whom she attacks for being lame,
inferior, and incapable. She declares herself ''The Real Roxanne" in
her early songs, promising, '1'11 sitcha ass down / with a plate and
cup / say grace / and then eatcha ass up."
Women rappers like Monie Love carry on the Rap style of Rox
anne Chante, master of the "dissing" technique (also known as
"toasting'' and "the doz.ens"). Monie Love is in her late teens, and
Down to Earth is her first album. Although she is young, Mo' shows
that she has already gained facility with the complexity of the rhyth
mic, lyric and conceptual elements of Hiphop.
Down to Earth, has caused some controversy because Mo'
chooses to call men out for their insensitivity, sexism and lack of
respect for the validity of women's experience. She chooses also, to
use profanity, giving us an album full of street vernacular, and an
urban verite calculated to destroy dominant American patriarchal
conceptions of how a woman should speak, behave, and be. On the
cut, "RU Single," she sings:
And don't you get an attitude / when i speak straight and
blunt / It simply shows you brother / that I don't front.3

Down to Earth, was produced in part by Afrika Bambaataa, and
includes backgrounds by members of the New York City Rap
groups, Jungle Brothers, and De La Soul. Monie Love is a product of
the Jungle Brothers/Digital Underground/De La Soul "tribe" of New
York Hiphoppers, a cultural collective of women and men who have
co-produced, co-written and performed on each others albums for
the past three years.
Like Roxanne Chante, Mo' declares her identification with
women, with her urban origins, and with an oppressed underclass
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existence which she portrays aggressively through the fictional dra
mas of her songs. The title cut, "Down 2 Earth," signals all these con
cerns at once:
Did you ever see a Sister who / confronts the statistics
/ the way I do / well don't miss this / kiss this-but/
excuse the expression / accuse me of faking? no / I'm not
dressing up this mind / or body nothing / what you see
is what you get/ no bluffin' / attitude stays the same/ I
blame society/ for being the worm inside ma sisters'
brain. . .4
Mo' effectively integrates the styles of political, cultural nation
alist and "pop" rap techniques on this disc, by singing simultaneous
ly about rejecting American standards of beauty, rejecting domina
tion of her own body, and by deliberately bending the English
language until its syntax is refonned to express Black style, and Black
expression.
Another heavy influence is Chicago and Detroit ''House": that
fast-paced, techno-tronic dance music many rappers are using in
their mix. Like the Jungle Brothers, Mo' injects healthy doses of James
Brown/George Ointon funk dubs and loops into her mix.
Monie Love and other female rappers like Dee-Lyte have also
displayed a command of various pop idioms: rock, punk, funk, jazz,
soul, and 60's nouveau psychedelia. This is certainly the case with the
Chicago group, HWA (Hoes Wit Attitude), who deliberately mimic
and satirize male rappers NWA (Niggers Wit Attitude). Their latest
album cover shows them posing in skintight erotic costumes in a
camped up image designed to be a sarcastic reference to 2 Live
Crew's album cover for their disc, Nasty As They Wanna Be which was
heavily censored last year. HWA has spoken out against the censor
ship of Rap songs.
The album cover of HWA also makes buried references to male
artists such as Ice T, Tone Loe, and Big Daddy C.ane. Their lyrics are
just as full of contempt for authority, resistance and disrespect for
those who seek to dominate Black youth, as are the records of the
male rappers. The added dimension of HWA, however, is their own
project of attacking patriarchy, and the preeminence of phalocentric
symbolism. They attack male domination in their song, "Little Dick,"
which they sing to the background sample of the melody from the
Jean Knight song, "Mr. Big Stuff': "Little Dick / Who do you think
you are?/ Little Dick/You're not going to get very far.." 5
Female rappers like Harmony are quick to denounce those in
the media who try to draw false lines of battle between Black male
and female rappers. In interviews, she charges that it is not Black
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men especially who are sexist, but capitalist American society, which
uses racism and sexism to make a profit off its citizens and keep them
divided. She also points out that Black women rappers have been
there right beside male rappers all along the way, and reminds the
media that it has been the male rappers who have fought to help the
women gain access to the industry.
For both the men and the women, that access is limited by
racism, and by the continued policy of dominating and exploiting the
Black community and Black cultural production. Yo-Yo, a Black
female rapper who got her start by singing with male rapper, Ice
Cube of NWA, has taken her work all the way into the sphere of poli
tics by forming 1be Intelligent Black Woman's Coalition, a national
organization which intends to find ways to empower Black women.
The coalition is concerned with such issues as violence against
women, economic oppression, and acress for women to the recording
industry.
Just as the recording industry ignored Hiphop culture itself,
until it could no longer afford to, the industry has refused to
acknowledge the existence of female rappers. Of course, "acknowl
edgement'' in the industry equals record contracts, royalties, sponsor
ship of tours, publicity deals, and the offering of endorsements. All of
these benefits are denied to Black performers in numbers dispropor
tionate to White artists and that denial index is disproportionate to
the amount of straightup profits being made by Black performers for
the record companies. Women rappers are at the very bottom of the
hierarchy, but they are no longer allowing the industry, the media, or
Rap audiences, to ignore their existence.
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